In what follows, I shall tell a story of circularity. It pertains to a central hypothesis in Dead Sea Scrolls research, known as the Qumran-Essene hypothesis.
1 My concern is with the explanatory power and value of circular explanations. In particular, I shall ask whether explanatory circles must be "vicious"; might not a circle, under certain conditions, be "benign," or even charmed?
The circle I shall examine combines three distinct sets of sources:
(1) The corpus of the Dead Sea scrolls-primary textual source.
(2) The archaeological site of Qumran-material source. 4 Lawrence Schiffman is more blunt: "Scholars used the material from Philo, Josephus, and Pliny as a means of interpreting the scrolls and vice versa, thus giving rise to a circular process." 5 Some scholars write as if the three ancient sources can be "both supplemented and corrected by recourse to the texts discovered in the Qumran caves." 6 The move these scholars describe seems to be roughly the following:
(1) We believe what the first century historians tell us about the Essenes; (2) We notice striking points of surface similarity between what the historians tell us, on the one hand, and the contents of some of the scrolls (mostly, but not only, the Rule of the Community), on the other; (3) On the basis of this similarity we surmise that the scrolls are Essene; (4) We then begin to notice some discrepancies between the two sets of texts (as well as within each corpus) and we conclude that the historians might not be entirely accurate; (5) Finally, we complement the historical writings and correct them, in light of the scrolls.
Are we in wonderland? Is the situation inherently circular? And if it is, can we tell whether it involves a vicious, or illegitimate circle, or perhaps a benign one? In order to be in a better position to respond to these questions, we had better examine the logic of De Vaux's "argu-
